Focus group methodology in a life course approach -individual accounts within a peer cohort group Abstract This paper explores the use of focus group methodology as part of a life course approach building on Julia Brannen's pioneering work in these two areas. Much life course research uses individual interviews, including biographical interview techniques. It is less usual to find focus groups used within the life course perspective. This paper draws on a PhD study of young British and Asian adults' experiences of the transition from university to full-time employment, using focus groups as part of a multi-method approach, within a life course perspective. The study drew explicitly on Julia Brannen's approach to life course transitions. Three focus group excerpts are presented and discussed to illustrate how focus group data can further understanding of the ways in which a group of peers discusses the transition to work and especially future work-life balance. We show how focus group discussions about individual choice for future work and "life" or "lifestyle" can highlight shared assumptions of this birth cohort group as well as areas of disagreement and contention, rooted in both individual experiences and societal and socio-cultural expectations. We relate this to Julia Brannen's conceptualisation of the three different modalities which young people draw on to talk about the future.
Introduction
This paper draws on two areas of Julia Brannen's research which we consider particularly influential for work-life research -focus group methodology and the life course approach. The work-life research field, like much applied research, is often dominated by policy change and organisational requirements. Julia's development of research methods within this field has been critical in increasing the rigour and quality of research.
We explore here the use of focus group methodology as part of a life course approach for studying university graduates who are about to enter full-time employment. This builds on Julia's pioneering methodological developments. Two of the authors of the present paper (Sue and Janet) worked closely with Julia on a number of projects and related publications using these approaches, between 1996 and 2013. The first author in the present paper (Uracha) did not work directly with Julia but her PhD was inspired by Julia's many publications on methodology and life course. This paper draws on focus group data from Uracha's PhD as an example of the impact of Julia's work in this field. The PhD was particularly influenced by a study of the transition to adulthood, which used focus groups to encourage young adults (aged 18-30) in five European country contexts to reflect on their future lives particularly in relation to employment and family (Lewis, Smithson, Brannen, das Dores Guerreiro, Kugelberg Nilsen, & O'Connor,1998; Brannen, Lewis, Nilsen and Smithson, 2002) . The use of focus groups in this study was partly related to the small amount of funding available for a cross-national study. Nevertheless Julia, who took the lead on research design in all our collaborative projects, developed this method as a strength, generating important insights into the impacts of layers of contexts on the ways in which young Europeans talked about future work and family within focus group interactions Lewis, Smithson and Brannen, 1999; 2005; Brannen and Pattman, 2005; Lewis and Smithson 2001) . This methodology was developed in a number of other further projects culminating in "Transitions", a study of the transition to parenthood in seven European countries (Lewis and Smithson, 2005 Brannen,Nilsen and Lewis, 2009; Brannen and Nilsen, 2012) . "Transitions" included focus groups with young parents as part of a multi-method design which also encompassed in-depth context mapping, biographical interviews and life lines to explore experiences of life course transitions within organisational case studies and a comparative crossnational framework. Never one to shy away from the challenges of complexity, Julia continues to push the boundaries of innovative research strategies, methodologies and theorising on the life course. Julia has been an inspirational colleague and mentor and her focus on methodological rigour and insistence on high standards of analysis have been central to our understanding of how to conduct and write about applied feminist research without compromising on theoretical and methodological concerns.
Despite the research discussed above, it remains relatively rare to find focus groups used within the life course perspective. Qualitative life course research typically utilises an individual interview approach, often employing biographical interview techniques (see Brannen and Nilsen, 2005; Nilsen, Brannen and Lewis 2012) .
Biographical interviews take account of temporal aspects of individuals' life story narratives which are interpreted in relation the layers of context within which lives unfold (Brannen and Nilsen, 2012) . Focus groups would not normally be considered appropriate for generating life story narratives, as such. Nevertheless, in this paper we build on Julia's work to further demonstrate that focus groups can be a useful method for exploring the ways in which members of a specific birth cohort talk about their hopes and expectations for the future.
Below, we first discuss aspects of life course theory, before discussing focus groups and how they can contribute to understandings of life course transitions. We then describe the PhD study and draw on three focus groups excerpts from the study to illustrate ways in which focus groups can illuminate generational and cultural narratives and norms during a life course transition, with analysis informed by Julia's methodological and theoretical insights.
Key aspects of the life course approach
Life course is defined as "a sequence of socially defined events and roles that the individual enacts over time" (Giele and Elder, 1998: 22) . Life course research studies people's individual lives (their trajectories and experiences) within a framework of reference to structural contexts and social change, paying explicit attention to the powerful connection between individual lives and the historical and socio-economic context in which lives unfold. People's lives are looked at processually in the context of the society in which they live, the structural characteristics of society at different times in their lives such as the gender and class structure, and also the size of the cohort to which they belong (Elder 1980; Riley 1988) . Key concepts in a life course perspective include: age, cohort 1 and historical period; transitions and trajectories 1 We use the term cohort as distinct from generation as the latter is defined in multiple ways while birth or age cohort refers more specifically to a group born within a specific period of historical time (Nilsen et al., 2012) . and linked lives (Brannen and Nilsen, 2005; Nilsen et al, 2012) . Crucially, the life course perspective elaborates the importance of time (historical and generational), context, process, and meaning on human development (Brannen and Nilsen, 2005) . Elder (1985) argues that time can be envisioned as a sequence of transitions which are individual yet contextually dependent. A transition is a discrete life change or event within a trajectory (e.g. from a single to married/cohabiting state), whereas a trajectory is a sequence of linked states within a conceptually defined range of behaviour or experience (e.g. education and occupational career). Transitions are often accompanied by socially shared ceremonies and rituals, such as a graduation or wedding ceremony, whereas a trajectory is a long-term pathway, with age-graded patterns of development in major social institutions such as education or family. In this way, the life course perspective emphasises the ways in which transitions, pathways, and trajectories are socially organised. Moreover, transitions typically result in a change in status, social identity, and role involvement. Trajectories, on the other hand, are long-term patterns of stability and change and can include multiple transitions. Transitions, then, are experienced as individual biographical events, yet firmly rooted in societal expectations, socio-cultural expectations, and historical events. Life course theory also highlights the importance of linked lives (Elder, 1994) , that is, the interaction between the individual's social worlds across the life course, including kinship and other social relationships. Typically therefore, life course research focuses on individuals, using individual interviews or surveys, while taking historical and geographic context into account in acknowledgement of people's socially embedded lives, rather than generating group data. The work of Brannen and Nilsen, however, points to ways in which focus groups can help to understand the connections between layers of context and individual biography , 2005 
Focus groups within a life course approach
One argument for using focus groups to consider life course transitions is to study in detail the ways that members of a specific cohort discuss their experiences and Focus group analysis typically pays attention to the discourses which are constructed within this context rather than just individual comments (Myers, 1998; Puchta and Potter, 2002; . A focus group methodology is particularly useful in life course research for exploring how discourses or themes are constructed jointly by participants in a group context, and how identity is collectively constructed (Munday, 2006) . Focus group discussions range between discussion of personal experiences and collective experiences (Pini, 2002) . This may provide an opportunity to consider how individuals' life course experiences and expectations for the future are related to individual and family expectations, and how far they are a collective experience for a particular cohort. For our analysis, we assume that people's attitudes and opinions are not fixed entities, but that people will justify their position differently in particular contexts. So, an account of an individual's life course experiences may be presented rather differently in individual interviews and group contexts. We can use a focus group methodology to study how people's experiences, opinions and expectations about their individual life course transitions are formed, elaborated on, and responded to in a peer group situation. There may be social pressures to agree in a group situation, but there are also opportunities to negotiate positions, challenge and develop one's own ideas.
The study: The transition from university to employment -British and Asian students studying in the UK The PhD study we draw on focused on a specific life course transition. The aim was to explore the experiences, views, and expectations of a birth cohort of young women and men from different cultural and national contexts on issues relating to the transition from full-time university education into 'adulthood' (paid work, partnership, parenthood). The participants were 30 young adults who were nationals of Asian countries or Britain. They were all university students in Manchester, UK, in the final year of their studies and planning to enter the labour market within the next year. Within the Asian subgroup, 15 participants were from China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand. There was also ethnic diversity in the British subgroup which included two second-generation British-Pakistani participants (one man and one woman) and one second-generation British-Chinese man. This composition reflected the national and ethnic diversity among the Manchester student population.
All 30 participants took part in an individual interview and 23 subsequently participated in one of four focus groups. Focus group composition was determined partly by availability, and not separated in terms of gender or nationality. Three groups included both Asian and British participants and one comprised all British participants. Although each group consisted of 'heterogeneous' participants based on gender and nationality, all were 'homogeneous' in their shared commonalities.
They were university students studying in Manchester and were about to enter a transitional life course stage of completing their higher education and entering the labour market.
In the individual interviews, participants talked about their feelings about graduating from university and entering employment, their plans for and expectations of paid work, the meanings of work-life balance (WLB) in general and for them personally, in the immediate and distant future, and their expectations of WLB employer and state support. They discussed reasons for pursuing a degree, why they chose to study in the UK, their views on gender roles and norms at work and home, and the impact of education and upbringing on how they made sense of all these issues. The interview questions were designed to reflect the life course elements of human agency, location in time and place, linked lives, and timing of life events that intersect to shape young adults' accounts of their experiences, views, and expectations of their transition into adulthood (Giele and Elder, 1998) .
The focus groups took place several months after the interviews. They were used to feedback and discuss preliminary interview analysis and to generate peer group discussion on these topics. Focus group questions built on the interview discussions on WLB, expectations of WLB support, how gender affect their future working and personal lives, and future life plans in 5 and 10 years' time (paid work, partnership, parenthood). Participants were asked upon arrival to read a British newspaper article, reporting graduates' views on WLB in the UK. This served as an icebreaker, and the starting point for focus group discussion. Questions were framed to encourage participants to offer their views and opinions (e.g. "Some people don't feel entitled to WLB support from employers from the start, but do later on -why do you think that is?"). Questions were also designed to relate individual accounts to life course elements of linked lives, location in time and place, and timing (e.g. "Do you think your cultural background shapes your expectations for WLB?").
Culture and context
By including both British-born and Asian-born participants, the study explored how young adults' accounts relating to the transition into adulthood were influenced by their experiences in their country of origin and/or by their current experiences in Britain. The Asian participants were particularly interesting from a life course perspective as they were situated between two cultures and were negotiating a transition while living in two sets of social and familial contexts. Life course approaches take account of layers of context. Two aspects of context are particularly relevant to this study. First, in the present, all participants were students in the UK at a time with a prevailing discourse on WLB manifested in frequent newspaper articles, government discussions and emerging policy. These were mostly individualistic in nature and referring to either individual choices or policies supposedly intended to enhance such 'choices' (Smithson and Lewis, 2005) . This discourse was not limited to the UK context and was increasingly becoming evident in non-western national contexts, often transposed via multinational company surveys and policies (Gambles, Lewis and Rapoport, 2006; Lewis, Gambles and Rapoport, 2007; Nilsen, Brannen and Lewis, 2012) .
Secondly, there were differences in past life course experiences. While the British students' lives had unfolded with a context of growing national and European public debate about work and family during a period of increasing female labour force participation, the Asian students' early lives had unfolded in various countries, typically with emphasis on economic development and the need for hard work to establish nations as key competitors in the global economy (Larson, Wilson, and Rickman, 2009; Xiao and Cooke, 2012) . This was not a conventional comparative cross-national study in that all participants were located in one national context at the time of the study. Yet, there were some elements of a comparative cross-national study, as participants 
Analytic focus: the link between individual accounts and cohort-wide experiences
Focus groups are socially organised situations, where participants and moderators enter the setting under shared assumptions of performance (Brannen and Pattman, 2005) . As such, accounts generated should be interpreted as constructed within this specific social situation and context. As with many other research methods, they are shaped by the interests of the researcher and the questions that are asked and by the participants' interpretations of the questions and their own interests (Brannen, 2012) . WLB is a contested and ambiguous term (Lewis et al., 2007; Smithson and Stokoe, 2005) . Moreover, most study participants were yet to experience full-time employment. The questions required participants to imagine future experiences of WLB and express hypothetical preferences and choices accordingly. In their study of young Europeans' future family and work-family, contend that young people's beliefs about and responses to hypothetical situations must be interpreted in terms of the different modalities in which their responses are positioned. Three different types of modality are specified: (1) normative accounts, where young people refer to the 'right thing to do' that relate to dominant public discourses and norms, often in the form of evaluation or argumentation;
(2) personal accounts, in which they refer to their own experiences usually in report or narrative form; and (3) practical accounts, where they make references to practical considerations and again, are typically in report or narrative form. caution against assuming simple correspondence of modalities between question and response, arguing that although young people make reference to general normative guidelines in their discussions of future hypothetical issues, they do not do so exclusively. Often, they relate general normative accounts to their own experiences and also draw on the experiences of people whose lives are linked to theirs, such as their parents, siblings, partners, and friends .
We illustrate these different modalities in the analysis below.
Below, we explore focus group discussions on a theme that emerged strongly in the individual interviews -'choice' in relation to future WLB. Looking at how individual choice is discussed and constructed within a focus group context is interesting methodologically because the 'common sense' notion of choice itself implies that it is a personal matter and an individualistic issue which contrasts with the sociological understanding of constrained choices. This individualistic interpretation of individual choice is prevalent within the mainstream WLB discourse and implies that individuals are free to choose and control how to achieve this 'balance' (Gregory and Milner 2009 ). Yet this notion has been problematised as part of a wider debate about the interdependency between human agency and structure, the contexts and conditions under which individuals make (constrained) choices across the life course (Brannen and Nilsen, 2005; Lewis et al, 2007) . Recent literature also draws a distinction between choice and capability in relation to WLB (Hobson 2011; Den Dulk et al, 2011; Peper et al, 2013) . Attending to participants' talk about choice in focus groups enables exploration of shared assumptions of what is normative when it comes to individual transitions and how these accounts are constructed and contested by the young adults among their peers.
Thematic analysis was used for both interview and focus group data for the overall study (Chatrakul Na Ayudhya, 2009). Here, we explore the construction of these themes in the focus group data. We look at the ways that individual accounts are presented, modified and considered in the peer focus group context.
Individual accounts and shared assumptions within a peer cohort group
The theme of individual choice emerged strongly in participants' accounts in both individual interviews and focus groups. We present three focus group excerpts where participants talk about choices for future WLB, selected to illustrate the possibilities for focus groups as a method for exploring cohort and generational aspects of individual life course transitions.
Developing a personal account in the focus groups
In the first excerpt, from the only focus group with all British participants, a discussion took place between three participants: Hritik (a 22-year-old British- . Furthermore, the debate between the two men reflects a gendered way of looking at future choices, performing hegemonic masculinity by talks of the choice "to work all the hours God send for a 50K job or if you're willing to work a 34K job for a WLB", and "You either sacrifice your work to have more play time as it were or you sacrifice your play time for more work time". For these two men, the discourse of choice and WLB is about preference for salary, status, and lifestyle versus more free time, with no mention of how childcare costs or family needs could influence future choices in general terms or personally for them. Although Megan contributed to the discussion by agreeing with Hritik on the importance to be able to "dabble", her thoughts on flexibility were not responded to, and the two men reverted to discussing the merits of "sacrifice" of salary versus "play time".
Group developing consensus about changing life stages
In the second excerpt, future family contexts are brought into the discussion of WLB Isn't (…) the package that goes with IT is partly related to its field anyway? (…) which basically enables you to have a working system if a company chooses to offer it to its employees or its employees are demanding it. Whereas I think in other types of companies, it's not necessarily true. It needs the kind of infrastructure that can support, um, a more flexible sort of working scheme, which [short pause] maybe isn't as readily available as it is in IT. Selena I think it's weird our generation is in this like kind of mid-limbo stage. I think gradually things will get better in the future, cos you know technology is evolving et cetera. (…) who knows, in the future maybe I can actually do a lecture sat in my bedroom (…) but at the moment, we're in that middle stage, where we wanna work, we earn our money, but we want our free time, too. And I think we're, things are changing, but we're still stuck in middle with the old values of maybe our parents. different strategies for ensuring that they are able to adapt to and cope with a changing future.
Focus group as opportunity to consider a new aspect of a life course transition
In the third excerpt, we see how marriage and partnership were difficult topics to discuss concretely in a focus group context. In this focus group, six out of eight participants (five Asian students and one British) took part in the discussion. All six were in their 20s and studying for a Masters degree. Only one was married (Titho). In this excerpt, the moderator framed the issue of work and partnership as a potential individual choice dilemma. A discussion emerged that flowed from normative accounts to practical ones. In terms of the three types of modalities, personal accounts were missing. Although participants jointly constructed a lively and humorous discussion, it is notable that no one, including the married Titho, referred to their own personal relationships. Participants' contributions were mostly hypothetical, apart from Nancy, a British woman, who stated that for her, marriage was not an important marker of commitment. The other participants involved in this discussion were from Asian countries and perhaps were reluctant to speak openly about being in relationships at this point in time, given that they were in Britain to study. After this focus group, the moderator reflected on her own experience of growing up in an Asian family in trying to understand why personal accounts were largely absent. For many young Asian people, education is priority and cultural norms dictate that this must be completed before finding love and settling down. This may have been the case for this group of Asian students and this normative value may have stopped them from going into the specifics of their own lives. The moderator had to probe the participants more on this topic than on other less personal topics related to future work plans.
Conclusion
In these excerpts disinclination to talk about future hypothetical partnerships became normalised in this context of mainly Asian young postgraduate students, expected to study hard before forming long-term relationships. noted that young adults talked about being in the process of acquiring skills to be 'proper' adults at some future point, and also observed that children of immigrants in their cross-national study exhibited a specific approach to the future. We can see similar themes emerging in these data. The participants, who were all in their 20s, were in an extended transition to adulthood and viewed themselves as not yet in their adult roles. The specific experiences of having Asian families and being in a foreign country to study also clearly affected participants' ways of talking about future relationships and jobs. Shared experiences in the focus group helped to highlight this.
The peer interactions in these groups -agreements, requests for elaboration, and challenges (direct and indirect) resulted in participants moving between modalities:
individual experiences, normative accounts, practical accounts, and shared experiences, and reflecting collaboratively on this. This illustrated the ways that individuals' choices were made within a specific social and temporal context. The A limitation of using the focus group method within a life course approach is participants dominated discussion. Gender was a critical aspect of diversity in the groups, with women participants being much more likely to bring consideration of future parenthood into debates. We saw in Excerpt 1 two men with opposing views debating what they valued and hoped for in the future, while they showed only minimal interest in the woman participant's opinion. While the 'mixed groups' provided the opportunity for participants to share, reflect, and debate on a range of perspectives from young people of diverse cultural and national backgrounds, they may also lead to unequal power dynamics which preclude some people giving their views.
Nevertheless, a focus group approach can illuminate contextual, cohort-specific influences by highlighting the nature of discussions, shared assumptions and issues of contention. Additionally, participation in a focus group may enable individuals to locate and consider these influences, and provide a way of reflecting on the way an individual life course is shaped by external factors.
While focus groups may not be suitable for all groups or all life course topics, we suggest that they are a powerful way of considering some of the key concepts in life course research. We were particularly interested in group orientations and the social context of choices -the "dual epistemology of agency and structure" (Brannen and Nilsen, 2002: 532) . Much life course research draws on social and temporal theory and knowledge to make sense of individual interview talk. Building on the frameworks provided by Julia and her colleagues, we argue here that by bringing the talk into a peer group context, participants can more actively engage in locating their 'individual choices' within structural constraints.
